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Juan, you have been a great mentor to me. In speaking to you I began to more clearly 
understand what I wanted from my work. Your encouragement, words of wisdom, and 
critiques have been so integral to my time here at Hunter. Susan, thank you for your 
thoughtful conversations. Since my first semester at Hunter, you have instilled in me both a 
desire to be a better artist and person. I cannot stress enough how thankful I am to have had 
the opportunity to work with both of you. I would also like to thank the Evelyn Kossak 
Painting Committee for their generous support, my peers, and the art department office for 




Call on your ancestors. You need their strength… Never forget who we is. We got 
recollections inside us. We don’t know where they come from. I’m trying to learn 
you how to touch your own spirit. Something to take with you along with your own 
dreams. Call on them ancestors. They come to you when you least expect them. 
(Julie Dash’s Daughters of the Dust). 
 
Myths are a testimony to our spiritual potential and drive to grapple with the world.  
In the following pages, I will consider the ways in which this impulse to comprehend and 
anchor myself in the world around me has steered me to create a new iconography. It is in 
this body of work that I endeavor to explore possibilities for the future, one that positions the 
black female body as a source of worship and empowerment. 
Since my earliest memory, I was asked to ponder the myths and parables told to 
me by the women in my family. My fascination with self- actualization and ideation 
through narratives originate from my understanding of these oral stories as evidence of 
past traumas and as a mechanism passed down from generations of women to provide 
protection for future generations. 
Narrative history as a means to reinforce a collective identity has its roots in 
African oral traditions and folklore. Oral records passed down from elders to their 
descendants preserved cultural traditions/ history and bound individuals to a larger 
community. They also functioned as survivor’s accounts, an archive of which there was no 
written evidence. According to Laub: 
Survivors did not only need to survive so that they could tell their stories; they also 
needed to tell their stories in order to survive. There is, in each survivor, an 
imperative to tell and thus come to know one’s story, unimpeded by ghosts from the 
past against which one has to protect oneself. One has to know one’s buried truth in 
order to be able to live one’s life (63). 
 
The women in my family are raconteurs. I inherited this oral lore from two 
grandmothers and their daughters: one of who was a Puerto Rican woman from a village 
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in Cabo Rojo, Puerto Rico, and the other, a Southern African American woman from rural 
South Carolina. My grandmothers and mother, clamorous and headstrong women, regularly 
spoke to the younger girls in hushed tones about abuse, violence, empowerment, and 
resistance. Each narrative centered on a female protagonist, a heroine, and each apologue told 
a lesson that I was advised to take heed of. It was in these intimate conversations that they 
recalled dead children that were resurrected, vengeful women turned into snakes, and the 
spirits of grandmothers that were always watching over us. 
These stories originated from women from different parts of the diaspora with 
unlikely spiritual beliefs: Catholicism, Spiritualism, Santeria, and African American  
folklore. I have married the iconography and symbolism of these belief systems to conceive 
of a new mythos, one of veneration for black women. My drawings are seated in concepts of 
self-actualization and the relationship between the black body and the past, present, and 
future. 
PAST, PRESENT, AND FUTURE 
 
The characteristic delay of trauma, how it is not experienced at the moment of the 
crisis, demonstrates that traumatic events do not fit into the structure and flow of 
time. Instead, they are discrete moments, frozen or isolated from normal memories. 
When these moments emerge into consciousness at any time, they bring with them 
the power of the event (Passalacqua, 142). 
 
Within the Vodun cosmology, reincarnation and transcendence of the spirit serves 
as a foundation for not only religion, but as an understanding of identity within a larger 
community. There is a conflation of time, an understanding that the past is not a static 
moment, but continues to have consequence in the present and future. 1Additionally, 
practitioners of this belief system are acutely aware of their role within the larger fabric of 




1 Practitioners believe that the spirits of the dead continue to live side by side with the living. 
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cultural identity were forcibly eradicated from enslaved people in the Americas in a number 
of ways, namely by the efforts of slave owners to prevent those that were enslaved to    
learn to read and write, and by the separation of whole families. The result was to, over the 
course of hundreds of years, control a people with no written record of their history and    
no means of developing a new one. 
African American and Caribbean artists, musicians, and writers have confronted this 
deficit of history and identity by turning to speculative fiction. In the 1970s, Octavia   
Butler authored Kindred, a novel centered on a black heroine travelling back in time. In 
their respective works, contemporary artist Ellen Gallagher and musician Sun Ra look to 
the cosmos. In her work, Gallagher appropriates images of black women of the past and 
refashions them in futuristic helmets made of Plasticine. In Space Is The Place, Sun Ra is a 
black man from intergalactic space, travelling to Oakland, California to save the black 
community. These artists recall the history of black peoples in America to invent an 
alternative identity, one in which the black body is both able to confront and subvert the 
past2. 
It is the desire to envision speculative futures that serves as a foundation to my 
drawings. Disparate iconographies are married to create a new mythos. I have depicted a 
narrative centered on black female deities with the ability to connect to the past and 




Untitled (Fig. 1) was the first in a series of drawings in which I began to envision 
the black female figure as a mythological figure of worship. This drawing, approximately 
96”x96”, consists of oil and soft pastel on paper. In Untitled, I synthesized disparate 
 
2 Gallagher’s subjects once adorned the pages of magazines, modeling relaxed hair and wigs. 
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symbols such as Yemaya, the Sande secret society, and Catholic saints. The female figure 
is centered in the picture plane and sits atop a cocoon like form, turning away from the 
viewer. Adorning her head is a luminous halo and a mask reminiscent of Sande initiation 
masks. The figure sits, fixed between two landscapes. Vertical lines to the right of the 
picture plane recall engravings of the Brookes slave ship and the rings of a Djembe drum. 
The image serves as a physical reminder of time, while the slanting, gold ochre plane of 
color to the left marks a future not yet here. 
In the 2017 drawing Birth (Fig. 2), the image is one of metamorphosis and 
exaltation. The pastel drawing, approximately 58”x45”, portrays a fully frontal portrait of a 
figure submerged in water. Akin to Untitled, she floats between two vertical blocks of land, 
manifestations of the past and future. A snake twists around her body. The effulgent crown 
that adorns her head extends into her body and into the head of the snake, marking her as a 
figure of reverence and protection. 
Here the female figure merges Catholic/ Santeria iconography with symbolism 
that recalls the Yoruban mother of water, Yemaya. In depicting a crowned, black 
female figure whose body is engulfed in a cocoon like form, one firmly situated 
between the time prior and the one imminent, I sought to create a deity who holds the 
power to give birth to eternity. 
In both works, the black female body is in the midst of transformation similar to an 
insect’s development into the imago. This amorphous figure not only points to the black 
body as one in a state of rebirth and self-creation, alluded to by the inclusion of the snake 
that sheds its skin, but also serves as a shield against outside forces. It is in this new state, 





There were many antecedents to my work, of which I can categorize into two 
subgroups: artists for whom the body is a place of mythmaking, and those whose work 
concerns the empowerment of black women. Of these two groups, I am perhaps most 
indebted to Ana Mendieta, Belkys Ayon, Cy Gavin, Edouard Duval-Carrie, Julie Dash’s 
film, Daughters of the Dust, and Gayl Jones’ novel, Corregidora. 
These artists create myths around the female and male body in which the body is a 
site of multiple powers and roles. Ana Medieta’s and Belkys Ayon’s work have offered me 
gateways to imagine the female body that are intrinsically tied to ritual, worship, and 
creation. In Creek (Fig. 2) Mendieta alludes to a unification that is possible between the 
body/spirit and nature. In positioning the figure face down in a shallow stream of water, the 
artist points to power figures of worship such as the Venus of Willendorf, a fertility fetish, 
and the goddess of water, Yemaya. Additionally, the water appears to be coming from 
Mendieta’s body; she is the creator of life. 
In Belkys Ayon’s Untitled (Sikan Entering the River) (Fig. 3), the artist 
positions Sikan as an observer, intermediary, and revealer of secrets. In Ayon’s 
hands, these multiplicitous roles converge to provide the bodies’ ethos. My work is 
informed by the ways in which Ayon transforms Sikan into a figure of worship. 
Similarly to Ayon’s use of collography, I utilize a sgraffito technique with materials 
such as chicken wire and an etching stylus to add texture to the body. 
Here, line, texture, and space are used to direct the viewer’s eye inside this 
spiritual realm. In considering my own work, drawings such as Untitled provide me 
with a formal understanding of how best to show the body in a state of transmutation. 
Metamorphosis, in both of our works, is conveyed by the female bodies’ ability to 
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take on the physical qualities of the natural world surrounding her. 
 
In Fig. 5 and Fig.6, the artists Cy Gavin and Edouard Duval-Carrie offer new 
manifestations of the black body in ways that I believe closely mirror my own work. Cy 
Gavin’s mythic male figure, composed of acrylic paint, sand, and ashes, become 
amorphous extensions of the Bermuda landscape and signify his longing for a connection 
with his past. The circular form that encases the figure’s face marks him as a figure of 
mythology. Gavin’s paint handling of the foreground and background is nearly 
indistinguishable, as a result the figure appears to synthesize with the landscape. 
I am indebted to Duval-Carrie’s use of color and shape. In Fig 6. the figure’s raised 
hands and star shaped face make explicit his character’s spiritual, otherworldly role. 
Notions of spirituality and the body inform my drawings. In my work, the bodies’ ability to 
adopt the qualities and form of cocoons and snakes refer not only to their connection with 
nature, but their transformative state. 
Collective trauma and empowerment of the black female body, during slavery and 
thereafter, often serve as hallmarks for black film and literature. The collective trauma of 
the past and the small Gullah communities’ attempts to reckon with it provide the 
framework for the story of the Peazant family in Dash’s Daughters of the Dust. 
Throughout the film, Daughters of the Dust, Eula’s rape and the physical vestige of 
that violence can be seen by the viewer in the form of her unborn child, who narrates the 
film. This child, along with Yellow Mary’s return to the island, all serve as reminders to the 
women of Ibo landing of the history of their subjugation and enslavement. Yellow Mary, 
whose fairer skin invokes hatred and envy from the women of Ibo Landing, is ridiculed for 
being tainted and “ruint”; she is a reminder of her mother’s rape. Violation of the black 
female body becomes a part of the collective memory of the inhabitants of Gullah and causes 
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pain to the entire community until they are able to acknowledge it. 
 
Corregidora, Gayl Jones’ first novel, also finds its roots in past trauma. In childhood, 
Ursa Corregidora was told by her gram and great gram about their lives in slavery and the 
abuse suffered at the hands of their slave master, Corregidora. Their imperative to “make 
generations” and give birth to daughters who will continue to pass down this oral history is, in 
their view, the only means they have to provide evidence of the crimes committed to their 
bodies long after all written records have been destroyed (Passalacqua, 147). In retelling these 
stories to each new generation of Corregidora women, the traumatic events are no longer 
relegated to history, but are experienced again and again through the act of telling. This creates 
a conflation of time, as Ursa and her mother struggle to create new identities for      
themselves, all while wrestling with the stories they have inherited. 
Protection of the black female body and attempts by the women in Daughters of the 
Dust and Corregidora to wrest back control of it inform my narrative. In Daughters, the 
women of the Gullah community cloak themselves from their necks to their feet in all  
white. This conservative attire acts as a shield of perceived purity; it is in fashioning the 
black female body that the women of this community seek to confront the violence 
committed unto them. Their dress also serves as armor, cloaking their body and providing it 
protection. 
Similarly to Daughters, the black female body is the source of protection and 
empowerment in Corregidora. In both stories, it is their past that continues to influence the 
present and future of these women. Additionally, ultimate empowerment only stems from the 




A being largely dominated by memory and the past is one for whom the present, and 
its possibilities of action are curtailed. To be mired in the past is to be unable to think 
and act the future; conversely, to be unanchored in the past, to have no connections 
to, or resonances with, the past, is also to have no way to see or make a future, it is to 
have no place from which a future can be made that is different to the present. Well- 
being requires a judicious mix of the historical and the ahistorical, the timely and the 
untimely, the past and the future (Grosz, 116). 
 
The impetus for this work is an impulse to create my own mythos. From this 
inception, it is my aim that the viewer will permit herself or himself to envision art in 
which the black female body is not only a source of empowerment, but veneration. It is in 
this series of drawings that I venture to explore possibilities for the future, one that 
positions the black female body in a state of self-actualization and metamorphosis. 
This body of work is rooted in a deep yearning to connect to the women before 
me, and the ones that will come after. In so doing, just as the women that told me stories 
growing up, offered me possibilities for transformation, self-realization, self-ideation, 
with tools for empowerment and protection. Through my art, I evolved to become that 
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(Fig. 3) Creek, 1974, Ana Mendieta 
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1. Zatara McIntyre, December 14, 2017-January 7, 2018, Mother, 58”x45”, Oil 
Stick, Acrylic Paint, and Soft Pastel on Paper, 2017 
 
2. Zatara McIntyre, December 14, 2017-January 7, 2018, Transformation, 
58”x45”, Oil Stick, Acrylic Paint, and Soft Pastel on Paper, 2017 
 
3. Zatara McIntyre, December 14, 2017-January 7, 2018, Water, 58”x45”, Oil 
Stick, Acrylic Paint, and Soft Pastel on Paper, 2017 
 
4. Zatara McIntyre, December 14, 2017-January 7, 2018, Birth, 58”x45”, Oil 




































Zatara McIntyre, December 14, 2017-January 7, 2018, Installation View 
 
 
 
